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Abstract: Research in English for Specific Academic Purposes 
(ESAP) concerning differences between language teachers and subject 
specialists has been scarce and focused on the role of subject-specific 
knowledge in the interpretation and/or the pedagogical exploitation of 
academic texts. In the present study we compared a regular ESAP 
teacher with a chemical engineer, both of them teaching English for 
Engineers in Greek tertiary education institutes at the time. The rather 
rare occurrence of the latter type of informant made feasible the 
comparison between these two ESAP teachers with respect to course 
objectives, materials design, teaching methodology and their views on 
the role of the teacher and of subject-specific knowledge in ESAP. 
The findings demonstrated important discrepancies between the two 
informants, which can be attributed to their differences in discipline-
specific knowledge and values. However there were also 
resemblances, mainly in teaching methodology, possibly stemming 
from the two informants‟ similar previous learning experiences and 
their shared knowledge of educational and cultural traditions in the 
specific academic community.  
 
 
1. Introduction: Aims and broad context of the study 
Teachers of English for Specific/Academic Purposes (ESP/EAP) often have to 
grapple with unfamiliar disciplinary areas, especially in narrow-angled courses 
(Basturkmen 2006), such as English for Electrical or Mechanical Engineering at 
tertiary level, which are called ESAP (English for Specific Academic Purposes) 
courses. Insights related to the content knowledge, as well as the principles and 
practices of academic-subject specialists may empower ESAP teachers to better cater 
for their learners‟ needs. 
Subject specialists have been encountered in the ESAP literature usually as 
informants who evaluate English teachers‟ performance in language tasks (e.g., White 
1981) or learners‟ needs (e.g., Jackson 2005), as consultants in validating assessment 
methods (Knoch 2014) or in cases of collaborative instruction (e.g., Dudley-Evans 
and St John 1998: 42-48; for more references see section 2). However, to our 
knowledge, there has been only one previous study that compared subject specialists 
with English teachers who taught ESAP (Atai and Fatahi-Majd 2014). The present 
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study is similar to the latter in that it explores the case of a chemical engineer who 
taught English for Engineers in a Greek tertiary education institute for two academic 
semesters, and compares it with the case of an experienced ESAP teacher doing 
similar work in a similar educational context. Employing interviews, classroom 
observation and inspection of teaching materials, we compared the two teachers of 
ESAP with respect to course objectives, materials design, teaching methodology and 
views on the role of teachers and subject-specialist knowledge in ESAP. We also 
investigated the factors underlying these two teachers‟ choices, which may account 
for the similarities and differences between their approaches to ESAP. The 
comparison of the two case studies could offer valuable insights into the role of 
determinants in ESAP, such as subject-specialist knowledge, disciplinary conventions, 
teacher cognition, previous learning experiences, and cultural and social factors.  
 
2. Language teachers and subject specialists: Specialized knowledge and the role 
of the ESAP teacher
i
 
Unlike in general English language courses where the medium of instruction is the 
same as the target of instruction, in ESAP there is a distinction between carrier 
content (the subject content itself) and real content (the language used to talk about 
the subject content) (Dudley-Evans and St John 1998). Although the ability to ask or 
answer questions on the subject content requires some degree of what has been termed 
„specialist‟ knowledge (Ferguson 1997: 85), well-known applied linguists agree that 
such knowledge need not or should not be demanded from ESAP teachers 
(Hutchinson and Waters 1987, Spack 1988). Jordan (1997: 253) argues that not all 
ESAP teachers are ignorant of the subject content, since few of them have a straight 
English degree as their first or main academic qualification. However, this does not 
hold for countries such as Greece, where ESAP teachers are graduates of English 
Language and Literature Departments with little or no formal training in teaching, 
say, English for Science and/or Technology courses. These teachers are usually 
unfamiliar with the students‟ field of specialization, may even feel threatened by it 
(Glendinning 1997: 128) and possibly choose to teach language skills on the basis of 
what they themselves understand, regardless of whether these skills suit their 
students‟ needs (Greenall 1981: 25). 
There are a few empirical studies that have investigated the role of specialized 
knowledge in ESAP. Employing cross-sectional designs, these studies probed the 
effect of specialized knowledge in ESAP by comparing English teachers with subject-
specialist informants regarding their understanding of subject-specific content as well 
as the questions they find suitable for text comprehension questions in ESAP classes. 
Selinker (1979) found that English teachers misunderstood various elements in 
subject-specific texts, ranging from the meaning of technical terms to hedging 
conventions. White (1981) and Zuck and Zuck (1984) demonstrated that English 
teachers‟ text-comprehension questions checked understanding of surface linguistic 
features and facts, while subject specialists preferred inference questions as well as 
questions connected with extra-textual knowledge relevant to the students‟ specialism. 
In another study, subject specialists noticed some scientific imprecision in an ESAP 
textbook and in ESAP teachers‟ answers in class when the students asked subject-
specific questions (Arnold 1986, reported in Robinson 1991: 85). More recent 
research in this area was carried out by Atai and Fatahi-Majd‟s (2014), which is 
discussed in section 3.  
On the other hand, qualified and experienced ESAP teachers did not differ much 
from subject specialists in judging the difficulty of subject-specific texts and in 
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designing questions for the comprehension of these texts (Ferguson and Maclean 
1994, cited in Ferguson 1997: 83). Therefore, an important role of ESAP teachers is to 
be willing to educate themselves so that they can grasp as much as possible about 
their students‟ subject specialism. The role of subject specialists in ESAP will be 
further discussed in the next section about teacher cognition where we also present a 
study which, to our knowledge, is the only one, except for the present study, that has 
investigated subject specialists who taught ESAP courses.  
 
3. The role of teacher cognition 
The discrepancies attested between English language teachers and subject specialists 
previously discussed may derive from „teacher cognition‟, which consists of “what 
teachers know, believe, and think” (Borg 2003: 81).  
Regarding teacher knowledge, ESAP teachers and subject specialists may differ 
from each other in various types of knowledge: (a) „content knowledge‟, namely 
subject-specific knowledge, (b) „general pedagogical knowledge‟, which concerns 
generic teaching skills depending on teaching experience and educational training and 
(c) „pedagogical content knowledge‟ (hereafter PCK), which combines content 
knowledge and the teachers‟ ability to interpret subject matter and teach it in 
pedagogically effective ways (Shulman 1987). PCK includes knowledge of discourse-
specific conventions, for example, use of hedging, and how teachers may develop 
learners‟ awareness of these conventions (Ferguson 1997). Other components of 
teacher cognition involve: knowledge about (d) the learners, (e) the educational 
context and (f) educational values (Shulman 1987).  
Additionally, it has been argued that “Disciplines have different views of 
knowledge” (Hyland 2002: 389). For example, soft sciences, such as humanities, 
emphasize “broad general knowledge”, while hard sciences, such as engineering, give 
priority to “learning facts, principles and concepts” (Neumann 2001: 138). It is also 
argued that, unlike some other subject specialists who teach facts, language teachers 
teach communication (Borg 2006).  
Moreover, teachers‟ practices are shaped by their values and beliefs. Borg (2006) 
found that language teachers consider teaching culture as one of the characteristics 
that distinguishes them from teachers of other subjects. Borg‟s finding can be 
supported by Piper‟s (1995: 87) report about an engineering professor asking the 
teacher of Spanish in the engineering faculty: “Why do you need to teach them all this 
stuff about Spain when all they need is to be able to talk a bit of Spanish and do some 
Engineering?” As pointed out by Piper (1995) this incident typifies how language 
experts may differ from engineers regarding beliefs about the components of language 
education.  
It should also be noted that according to some science teachers‟ views in Borg‟s 
(2006) study, science is a culture and therefore science education involves teaching 
culture too. This marks a difference between the language teachers‟ and the subject 
specialists‟ interpretation of „teaching culture‟. Additionally, research in collaboration 
between language teachers and subject specialists in educational settings where the 
school subjects are taught in English to non-native English students demonstrates that 
language teachers and science teachers diverge in pedagogical understandings and 
strategies due to their disciplinary differences (Creese 2000, Arkoudis 2000, 2003, 
Flores 2012).  
In a study that, to our knowledge, resembles ours more than any other previous 
studies, Atai and Fatahi-Majd (2014) investigated the role of teacher cognition by 
examining how a group of three English language teachers (ELT) and a group of three 
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subject teachers taught reading comprehension in ESAP courses for students of 
medicine at an Iranian university. Their findings revealed important between-group 
differences: unlike the subject specialists, the ELT teachers employed reading 
comprehension strategies, as well as some focus on language structure. The subject 
teachers, on the other hand, considered it more important for the students to 
understand the specialist concepts in the texts and asked students to read the texts 
before coming to class. However, there were also important between-group 
similarities: none of the teachers believed that ESAP differs methodologically from 
English for general purposes and none of them employed tasks related to discourse-
based pedagogies. Atai and Fatahi-Majd suggest that the between-group differences 
derive from differences in PCK between the ELT teachers and the subject teachers 
and that the between-group similarities were due to the fact that both groups of 
teachers lacked theoretical background knowledge in ESAP and discourse 
pedagogies. The researchers conclude that both groups of teachers would benefit from 
programs that foster the enrichment of pedagogical content knowledge regarding 
ESAP and that there is the need for communication between the ELT teachers and the 
subject teachers. 
 
4. ESAP in Greece 
ESAP was introduced in Greece in the 1960s at the university level and has now 
spread to all tertiary education institutes. Engineering studies in Greek tertiary 
education are provided by University Departments and by Technological Education 
Institutes (TEI), both mainly state-funded and overseen by the Greek Ministry of 
Education. Undergraduate studies last 5 years in the University Departments and 4 
years in TEI. In Greek tertiary education subject courses are taught in the national 
language and the vast majority of ESAP teachers are native speakers of Greek. Last, 
ESAP courses usually take place during the first two years of studies. 
 
5. The study 
5.1 Aims  
We investigated the following research questions:  
1. What is the approach of the two ESAP teachers towards teaching English for 
Engineers as shown by aspects of their course design, materials and teaching 
methodology? 
2. What factors could have affected these choices? 
3. What is the role of the teacher and of subject-specific knowledge in ESAP as 
perceived by the two teachers? 
 
5.2 Context and Participants 
The two teachers were Greek citizens, having Greek as their mother tongue and were 
employed by state higher education institutes in Northern Greece. The English teacher 
(ET) practiced ESAP in the Department of Electrical Engineering at a Technological 
Education Institute (TEI), where English was taught during the first four out of the 
total eight semesters of study. The three earlier courses dealt with general English and 
were optional, while the fourth one, under investigation here, was a compulsory ESAP 
course, called English IV: Terminology. The ET had taught ESP for some years in 
technical vocational schools and ESAP for the last seventeen years in TEI. Her 
experience in ESAP related to a variety of fields and she held a postgraduate degree in 
Practices and views in teaching ESAP 7 
Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) from a UK university by 
distance-learning. 
The chemical engineer (CE) was lecturer in the Department of Mechanical 
Engineering, a university Department with a ten-semester academic course of studies. 
At the time of the current study he taught three subject courses and a compulsory 
course in ESAP, introduced for the first time to second-year students. Without 
relevant experience or training the CE had been considered suited for teaching ESAP 
because he was considered fluent in English as he had completed his PhD in the UK. 
Table 1 presents the two teachers‟ profiles and Table 2 summarizes information about 
the two ESAP courses. It should be noted that, whereas student enrolment in both 
ESAP courses was compulsory, class attendance was optional and therefore very 
limited. 
 
Table 1: Information about the two ESAP teachers  
 
Table 2: Information about the two ESAP courses 
 The ET‟s course The CE‟s course 
Duration 1 semester (13 weeks) 1 semester (13 weeks) 
Registration Compulsory Compulsory 
Attendance Optional Optional 
No of registered students 75 250 
No of students attending 
regularly 
12-15 15-20 
Disciplinary subject Electrical Engineering Mechanical Engineering 
Students‟ age 20-23 18-19 
Students‟ level of proficiency 
in English  
Lower intermediate - upper 
intermediate 
Pre-intermediate - advanced  
 ET (female) 
 
CE (male) 
Undergraduate studies  
 
BA in English Language and 
Literature  




MA in TESOL  MSc in Chemical 
Engineering  
PhD in Fluid Mechanics 
Educational training Teacher training seminars in: 
ESP, pedagogy, Greek as a 
second language 
- 
Teaching experience ESP & ESAP 
General English  
 
 Engineering courses 
Years of teaching 
experience 
23 4 
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The curriculum of the CE‟s department included courses such as Electric 
Machines, Power Networks, Power Plant Administration, Renewable Energy Sources, 
etc. The curriculum of the department where the ET taught involved similar courses 
such as Electric Machines, Generation, Transmission and Distribution of Electric 
Power, and Industrial Installations. 
 
5.3 Data collection methods and procedures 
After short, unofficial meetings with each of the teachers to establish rapport and 
exchange some general information, we carried out classroom observations, document 
inspection and semi-structured interviews with the teachers. The documents 
comprised the teachers‟ materials as well as a lesson planned by each teacher based 
on the same engineering text. Both teachers consented to the publication of these data. 
All of these instruments were employed to detect the teachers‟ course objectives, 
methods, knowledge, attitudes and beliefs.  
 
5.3.1 Classroom observation 
We observed twelve 45-minute lessons from each course during which we kept notes. 
The first two observations were within the spirit of written ethnography (Day 1990) 
and aimed mainly at grasping a general idea of the lesson procedures and class 
dynamics. During the rest of the observations we focused on critical events (Wragg 
2002), namely, those that were informative to the purposes of our study. We 
exemplify critical events in the findings sections. 
 
5.3.2 Teaching materials and the lesson plan  
To form a more complete picture of the two teachers‟ practices, we also examined the 
materials they had designed for their respective ESAP courses. Additionally, to make 
the comparison between the two teachers more meaningful, we asked them to 
demonstrate how they would pedagogically exploit the same text. Our initial intention 
was to provide both teachers with a number of texts and ask them to make a lesson 
plan using a text that appealed to both of them. However, due to the ET‟s sudden 
unavailability during this particular phase of the research, we had to ask the CE to 
devise a lesson plan based on a text from the ET‟s teaching materials. On his own 
initiative, the CE also included some comments on his lesson plan outlining the 
procedure and the purpose of each of the activities he had designed. 
  
5.3.3 The interviews  
The interviews were digitally recorded and subsequently transcribed. They were 
conducted in Greek and were semi-structured, in that a list of open-ended questions 
was prepared in advance but their wording and ordering varied according to the 
situation. When important unanticipated issues arose, some additional questions were 
asked (for a discussion of the reliability of such interviews, see Cohen, Manion and 
Morrison 2007: 150-151). Each interview consisted of four parts. The first one aimed 
to elicit information about the interviewees‟ teaching background, educational context 
and course design (materials, methodology). The purpose of the second part was to 
derive the interviewees‟ opinions on the teaching of ESAP and their roles as ESAP 
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teachers. The third part covered critical events noted during classroom observation 
and the fourth part included a discussion of the teachers‟ lesson plans. For samples of 
the interview questions see the Appendix. 
 
5.4 Data analysis 
Once all data were obtained, they were carefully examined, condensed into categories, 
and analyzed as follows: First we scrutinized the lesson plans, our notes from the 
classroom observations and the interview transcripts to familiarize ourselves with 
them and to identify interesting patterns. Subsequently, we performed a 
„conventional‟ content analysis on the interviews (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 
2007) to code the data and put them in categories relevant to the research questions.  
The coding included broad-category labeling with superordinate codes subsuming 
subordinate ones for our objects of investigation (see section 6.1) followed by 
abbreviations denoting the instrument of data collection. For example, 
„KNLANG_TECHVOC_ OBS&MATR&INTRV‟ signified that concerning the 
objective of language knowledge, focus on technical vocabulary was attested by the 
classroom observations, from the inspection of teaching materials and from the 
teachers‟ statements during the interviews. „KNCULT_ENG‟ etc. meant that 
regarding „cultural knowledge‟ the focus was on facts about the target English culture. 
There were more elaborate codes too that signified, for example, activities relevant to 
discourse features or skills and subskills. The codes were re-examined and modified 
through reviewing and comparison of the data from our instruments, in order to 
achieve triangulation of these data (Richards 2003: 251). For respondent validation 
(Richards 2003: 23) we gave each teacher a copy of the research to confirm the 
credibility of the analysis. 
 
6. Findings  
In this section, first we present our findings concerning each teacher‟s course 
objectives, teaching materials and practices. Next, we turn to the two teachers‟ views 
about specialized knowledge in ESAP and the roles of the ESAP teacher. The 
teachers‟ opinions, comments or clarifications mentioned below come from the 
interview data. 
 
6.1 Course objectives and materials design 
Both teachers used materials they had themselves collected or designed. The ET‟s 
textbook included eight units, each containing an authentic text in engineering and 
activities to develop language structures and skills; there was also a section on how to 
write a curriculum vitae and formal letters. The CE‟s materials consisted of a 
compilation of handouts with texts and activities from engineering books, grammar 
books and internet sources, and listening material from IELTS (International English 
Language Testing System) papers. 
For the analysis of the two teachers‟ objectives, we employed Stern‟s (1983) four-
fold categorization of „proficiency‟, „knowledge‟, „affective‟ and „transfer‟ education 
objectives. These categories are explained below. Our findings are summarized in 
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Table 3: The two ESAP teachers’ course objectives 
 The ET‟s objectives The CE‟s objectives 
Proficiency 
 






vocabulary, grammar and 
discourse features 
Technical and semi-technical 
vocabulary and grammar 
Knowledge: 
cultural 
About the language About disciplinary concepts 
Affective Development of a positive 
attitude towards the English 
language 
Development of a positive 
attitude towards the subject 
content 
Transfer Both in the workplace and in 
postgraduate studies 
In postgraduate studies  
 
6.1.1 Proficiency objectives 
Proficiency objectives regard mastery of language learning skills. The two courses 
were similar in that they both aimed at developing mainly reading skills and sub-skills 
(text-skimming/scanning) and, to a lesser degree, writing skills (describing processes 
and completing diagrams). They differed in that only the CE‟s course included 
listening skills and only the ET‟s materials included explicit teaching of writing.  
 
6.1.2 Knowledge objectives 
Knowledge objectives concern language knowledge and cultural knowledge. 
Regarding the former, both instructors‟ activities dealt mainly with vocabulary 
(prepositions, prefixes, suffixes, definitions, derivatives, synonyms, collocations) and 
to a lesser extent with grammar (tenses, passive voice, conditionals). However, only 
the ET had designed materials on discourse features (contextual reference, cohesive 
devices and the rhetorical organization of formal letters) and activities on how to 
distinguish between general and technical English vocabulary. The teaching materials 
attested to both teachers focusing on semi-technical and technical vocabulary, namely 
general vocabulary which has a higher frequency or a specific meaning in 
engineering, respectively (Dudley-Evans and St John 1998: 83).  
Cultural knowledge for the ET was linked with knowledge about the English 
language and culture. She said that she talked to the learners about the historical 
development of the English language and that she often mentioned facts regarding life 
and culture in England. In a relevant incident from classroom observation, while 
explaining the technical term „rectifier‟, the ET said it originated from the Latin 
„rectus‟, meaning „straight‟, and went on to explain how the English language was 
influenced by French, a Latin-based language, after the Norman conquest. Her 
comments on this classroom episode were as follows:  
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“Learning a language is like making a journey… I consider it important for my 
students to know whether a word stems from Ancient Greek or Latin… every 
word carries a whole story behind it and it is fascinating to know where it came 
from… and how it changed along the way… the more you know about a 
language, the more you like it, I believe…And my students seem to love all this”. 
 
On the other hand, the CE stated that he construed cultural knowledge as 
knowledge about disciplinary concepts and he stated:  
 
“I emphasize on Engineering…This is evident from the fact that in class I say 
many things in Greek…There would be no reason to do this if my main focus 
were the English language. ...The bottom line is that the English course is part of 
the Engineering Department‟s curriculum, I didn‟t see it as „just‟ English”. 
 
We return to the use of Greek in class later.  
 
6.1.3 Affective objectives  
A definition convenient for our analysis is that affective objectives “concern the 
development of positive feelings toward the subject of study” (Basturkmen 2006: 
133). According to the two teachers‟ explicit statements during the interviews and as 
implied by the cultural knowledge objectives, the ET fostered positive feelings 
towards the English language and culture, while the CE cultivated a positive attitude 
towards engineering.  
 
6.1.4 Transfer objectives 
Transfer objectives concern the ability to generalize what has been learnt in class to 
other situations. The ET mainly catered for the learners‟ English language needs in 
their future workplaces. She believed that her students would benefit from learning 
the conventions of CVs and formal letters in English, as well as job interview tips, for 
two reasons: Some of them would pursue postgraduate studies abroad, mainly in 
English-speaking countries, whereas others would apply for engineering jobs in 
international companies in Greece or abroad, which required both a CV and an 
interview in English. This is why she had included activities such as writing a CV or 
formal letters as well as information about successful job interviews. On the other 
hand, the CE intended to equip his learners with academic skills necessary for 
postgraduate studies in anglophone universities (note-taking, presentation, computer, 
research and dictionary skills). However, evidence from the observations and his 
materials did not reveal how he went about accomplishing these goals, other than 
encouraging his students to use English-English dictionaries and take notes in class 
“just like you do in lectures”.  
 
6.2 The lesson plan 
The lesson prepared by both teachers was based on an electronic text on the structure 
of electric power systems found at http://www.environmentalprotectionofasia.com/ 
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Table 4: The two teachers’ ESAP lesson plans 
 
As shown in Table 4, the ET dealt almost exclusively with vocabulary and 
language structure. Concerning skimming, she remarked that she used it as a „warm-
up‟ to stimulate the students‟ interest in the topic and to activate their relevant 
schematic knowledge. A True-False activity aiming at reading comprehension 
consisted of eight statements which were extracts from the text slightly modified, as 
in the following example, where underlining is added for purposes of illustration.  
 
An example of True/False statement: 
Direct current (DC) is generally used in modern power systems, because it may 
be easily converted to higher or lower voltages by means of transformers. (T/F) 
Cf. the original sentence in the text: 
Alternating current (AC) is generally used in modern power systems, because it 
may be easily converted to higher or lower voltages by means of transformers. 
 
In this activity, where the ET had only altered one word in some key terms, the 
students had to scan the text, locate the respective sentence and spot the different 
Chemical Engineer English Teacher 
Reading the text aloud 
Feedback on pronunciation 
Translation of keywords 
Clarification of unknown vocabulary 
Derivative words 
Antonyms 
Explanation of differences in hyphenation 
between AmE and BrE 
Comprehension Questions 
Discussion Questions (in L1 with sporadic 
use of English)  
 
Warm-up: Skimming/Getting the gist of the 
text 
Choosing the title (four options are given) 
Reading the text aloud 
Rephrasing (replacing words in sentences 
with words from the text with a similar 
meaning) 
Multiple choice (what pronouns in 
sentences from the text refer to) 
True/False statements  
Classification of vocabulary from the text in 
categories (Technical and General English) 
Derivatives 
Diagram completion 
Describing sequence (first, then, next, 
finally) 
Writing: Describing a diagram using 
sequence words 
Matching exercise/the prefix sub-  
English-Greek glossary 
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term, without there being „some measure of interpretation and application of the 
reader‟s background knowledge‟ (Ur 2002: 144). This is probably why the ET 
conceded that this activity was of questionable value, meaning that it might not 
develop text comprehension. Nevertheless, she thought that it would work well with 
the particular students.  
The CE‟s lesson plan differed importantly from the ET‟s in that it included fewer 
activities, one of which consisted in reading aloud and text translation (Table 4). Also 
concerning the activity Discussion/Questions, the CE suggested five open-ended 
questions, three of which are presented below, cited verbatim from the CE‟s lesson 
plan together with the parts of the text where the answers are found and relevant 
courses that students could draw information on: 
 
1. Identify energy sources: coal, oil, gas, nuclear, hydroelectric, diesel. 
(Suggested answer: “Such an electric power system…the transmission lines” – 
par. 1 and, “Most of the world‟s electric power…internal-combustion plants” 
par. 2). 
2. Identify sources of equipment failure, e.g. short circuits and overloads. 
Discuss methods for protection of the components. (Suggested answer: last 
paragraph. Relevant course: Electrotechnics). 
3. Discuss differences between non-renewable and renewable energy sources 
(from those mentioned only hydroelectric is renewable). Describe other 
renewable energy sources such as solar thermal, photovoltaic, biomass, 
geothermal, wind energy, etc. (The answer cannot be found in the text. 
Relevant course: Renewable Energy Resources). 
 
Only question (1) could be answered straight from the text. The other questions 
required students to interpret parts of the text and draw on relevant content knowledge 
(see Zuck and Zuck 1984, and White 1981, discussed in section 2), which is a 
characteristic of real text comprehension questions (Ur 2002: 144). The CE 
emphasized that questions like these were important because they offered him the 
opportunity to “teach students something about the content”. In fact, he disapproved 
of the specific text because he found it poor in ideas that could serve as springboards 
for class discussion: “It is too clear; you have this, which consists of five things. This 
thing is usually made of three or four different materials. There is nothing special to 
talk about in this text”. The following incident from the observation shows how he 
used content knowledge in the ESAP class: During a listening activity the term 
„dynamic stall‟ came up, which the CE explained in Greek and exemplified by 
drawing an airplane wing on the board explaining that they would encounter this 
concept in Aerodynamics (a second year course). When asked to comment on this, the 
CE said that during the ESAP course he would often use information from subject 
courses. 
 
6.3 Classroom procedures  
Classroom procedures are indicative of the teaching methodology (Richards and 
Rodgers 2001: 31). Classroom observation revealed that the two classes shared the 
following characteristics: Both classrooms were teacher-fronted with the teachers 
being the controllers of activities and the sole providers of information. There was no 
pair or group work, because it was thought either that it would be unpopular with the 
students (ET) or that the students were unfamiliar with such practices (CE). Also, 
neither teacher assigned homework, although they believed that the students would 
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benefit from it. They both argued that it would be difficult to use homework for 
evaluation purposes since few and not always the same students attended classes. The 
CE mentioned that no student had done the homework he had once assigned.  
Interaction mainly followed the Initiation-Response-Feedback pattern (Ur 2002: 
227), namely, the teachers initiated the exchange, the students answered and then the 
teachers provided feedback in the form of assessment, correction or comment. There 
were also a few student-initiated questions. The language of instruction was mainly 
Greek with a sporadic use of English words. The following exchange from the CE‟s 
classroom exemplifies a teacher-student interaction typical of both courses. (S1, S2 
refer to particular students). 
[The CE writes on the whiteboard: „These tablets cure the common cold‟]  
CE: How would we say the phrase with 80% certainty? 
S1: These tablets can cure the common cold. 
CE: Ne, alios? [Yes, alternatively?] 
S1: … 
CE: Should.  
[He rewrites the sentence as „These tablets should cure the common cold.‟] 
CE: Pos tha to kanate me to [How would you do it with] likely? Edho tha‟ prepe n‟ 
alaksete ti sintaksi tis protasis. [Here you would have to change the sentence 
structure.] 
S2: Tha mporousame na to kanume pathitiki? [Could we do it in the passive 
voice?] 
CE: Jia pes mas. [Come on, tell us.] 
 
The CE remarked that trying to explain the scientific terminology in English could 
be time-consuming and demotivating for the learners. Since his main aim was to teach 
the subject content, he had no qualms about using the L1 in class instruction and in 
translation activities, because he considered it important for conveying the precise 
meaning of texts and getting the terminology right: “the main reason I use translation 
is to teach them the correct and precise meaning of technical vocabulary”. In a written 
comment in his lesson plan, he makes the same point: “exact correspondence of the 
terminology between the two languages is central in engineering and is thus 
emphasized”.  
Regarding the extensive use of L1 in class, the ET emphasizes student motivation 
and also stresses the differences she perceives between English for general purposes 
and ESAP: “If it was general English, I could use miming, but with ESAP I don‟t 
know… I wouldn‟t know how to explain the technical terms… Besides, if I suddenly 
started to talk in English, the students might walk out of the classroom”. Although she 
had reservations about using translation, describing it as “too time-consuming” and 
acknowledging that language teaching theories generally discourage it, she argued 
that she practiced it, nevertheless, to help the weak learners, on the basis of her own 
experience as a learner: 
 
“I always teach having the weak students in mind, not the good ones… I always 
remember my own school years, when I was learning French; we had a teacher 
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who always worked with the top three students in class. I would never like to do 
the same”. 
 
However, in another part of the interview she referred to another teacher who 
conducted her ESAP course in English and stressed that this teacher was very fluent 
in the language because she had graduated from a private English-speaking school in 
Greece. Thus the ET indirectly admitted that she did not feel she was as proficient in 
English as the ESAP teacher she had referred to, or, in other words, she did not feel 
she was proficient enough to use mainly English in class.  
 
6.4 Views on the roles of ESAP teachers and of subject-specific knowledge in 
ESAP 
Here we discuss the two informants‟ reactions to the following well-known quote 
(from Hutchinson and Waters 1987: 163): 
 
“ESP teachers do not need to learn specialist subject knowledge. They require 
three things only: 
i) a positive attitude towards the ESP content; 
ii) a knowledge of the fundamental principles of the subject area; 
iii) an awareness of how much they probably already know. 
This can be summed up as „the ability to ask intelligent questions‟… In other 
words, the ESP teacher should not become a teacher of the subject matter, but 
rather an interested student of the subject matter”. 
 
6.4.1 The English teacher 
The ET‟s response was rather enthusiastic: “That‟s it! This is what we are, interested 
students, we keep learning things. I couldn‟t agree more!” She showed strong 
agreement with requirement (i): “You can‟t teach something if you have a negative 
attitude towards it, if you think it is inferior or less useful than something else”. 
During classroom observation, we had noted that the ET often addressed the students 
by saying “we, electricians”. She argued that this indicated a positive attitude towards 
the subject of her students‟ study and the students themselves: “I don‟t mean to say 
that I am an electrician − they‟ve never treated me as such, but after all these years I 




Commenting on requirement (ii), she argued that knowledge of engineering is not a 
prerequisite to teach ESAP “but it gives you more self-confidence in teaching”. She 
explained that she had acquired some degree of subject-specific knowledge by 
studying, observing and consulting subject teachers in her institute: 
 
“When I started teaching ESAP I used to go to the labs and watch and ask the 
teachers there what each component was. It‟s been too many years, you know, 
and I learned a lot of things incidentally by reading, watching and asking here 
and there”. 
 
When asked how she reacted when confronted with unexpected in-class questions 
relevant to the students‟ field of specialty which she could not answer, she said:  
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“I have no problem with this, I always tell the students I‟m an English teacher, 
not an electrical engineer and that I‟ll look it up and let them know next time or I 
invite them to my office to look it up after class. In fact, I‟ve often been corrected 
by the students and I don‟t mind it”.  
 
As an example, she mentioned that when she once translated the word 
„capacitance‟ as „capacity‟ in class, a student pointed out that this was wrong and that 
there was an essential difference between the two words in engineering. Her response 
was: “Thank you, my boy, for teaching me something new.” A similar attitude on this 
issue was attested in interviews with Hungarian teachers of Business English in 
Hungary, who stated that it is no use pretending they are experts in business and that 
Business English teachers have to admit their limitations regarding subject-specific 
knowledge (Kóris 2012). On the other hand, Wu and Badger (2009) found that 
Chinese teachers of ESAP in a college in China used various strategies to avoid 
admitting ignorance of a word in class, probably because “Confucian culture places a 
high value on maintaining face” (p. 22).  
In another part of the interview the ET criticized subject specialists who teach 
subject courses without pedagogical and methodological training: 
 
“Since they (the engineering professors) have never been taught methodology 
and pedagogy… I find it strange, I mean… I really admire how these people go 
into the classroom and teach… they really swim in deep water… It all depends 
on whether they have „the gift‟ -because for me, teaching is also a gift”. 
 
6.4.2 The chemical engineer 
It is interesting to note that, although the CE also agreed with the quote, his 
interpretation was quite different from the ET‟s, which reflects his different views 
about ESAP and about the roles of the ESAP teacher. He interpreted the ESAP 
teachers‟ needed “ability to ask intelligent questions” as a requirement for their “being 
intelligent themselves, so that they can handle things properly”. He commented that 
this was not always the case because he had found some ESAP textbooks designed by 
English teachers too heavily focused on vocabulary teaching, an approach to ESAP he 
disapproved of as quite „narrow‟. Also, the CE misinterpreted requirement (iii), which 
actually refers to teachers‟ and not to the students‟ knowledge: “If you are a subject 
teacher you definitely have a positive attitude towards the subject-matter, you know 
the fundamental principles of your specialty and you know how much knowledge 
your students have on the subject”. 
He argued that these requirements for ESAP teachers (positive attitude towards the 
subject content, teacher‟s intelligence and degree of subject-matter knowledge and 
understanding of the students‟ level of knowledge) are better implemented by subject 
specialists than by language teachers. It should be noted, however, that the concepts 
and discourse of the quote were possibly more familiar to the ET than to the CE, due 
to differences in disciplinary conventions.  
Regarding how he went about designing the course materials, the CE reported that 
he consulted with an English teacher on certain grammar structures and on the 
clarification of metalinguistic terms, as well as on the appropriateness of texts and 
activities in relation to the English proficiency level of his students. In situations of 
knowledge gaps, the CE said that he encouraged the students to look up the unknown 
words and infer the meaning from the context:  
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“It is not possible to know everything, I tell them. What is important is to be able 
to cope with the text even if you don‟t know some words… If we want to enrich 
our vocabulary, we open the dictionary and learn more words… I always tell 
them that they are responsible for their own learning”. 
 
However, although this statement implies fostering learner autonomy, there were 
no activities to further support this approach either in his materials or during class 
observation. 
Having discussed the shortcomings of his course in terms of limited time for 
materials preparation and approaching the course design in an “experiential” rather 
than a “scientific” way, the CE evaluated his ESAP course positively: 
 
“Nevertheless there were aspects that were very useful for the students which 
they would not have found if the course had been taught by someone, who, let‟s 
say, had a BA in English or even an MA for that matter… I don‟t think that the 
students would have gained what they have gained from the course”. 
 
When asked to justify this, the CE presented as proof the systematic attendance of 
his course by some students and he also referred to the mistakes that non-experts in 
the subject area may make: 
 
“In my experience, sometimes it may be the case that someone who is not an 
engineer and has no relevant subject-matter knowledge, when trying to explain a 
specialist text the meaning may not be the same although they might get the 
grammar and syntax right”. 
 
7. Discussion of the research questions 
In this section we return to the research questions and discuss how they were 
answered by our findings. Further comments on these findings are made in section 8. 
  
RQ1: What is the two ESAP teachers’ approach towards teaching English for 
Engineers as shown by aspects of their course design, their materials and their 
teaching methodology? 
There are both similarities and differences in terms of course and materials design 
between the two ESAP courses. The ET emphasized cultural elements and fostered 
positive feelings towards the English language per se, drawing on her background in 
English language and culture, whereas the CE emphasized content knowledge and 
encouraged the development of positive feelings towards the subject content, drawing 
on his background in Engineering. 
Moreover, compared with the CE‟s textbook, the ET‟s textbook contained a more 
systematic exploitation of the reading texts, a greater variety of warm-ups and 
activities on reading sub-skills and focused on discourse features, whereas only the 
CE made references to subject courses and developed materials requiring inferences 
from textual and extra-textual knowledge. However, despite the subjects‟ differences 
in subject content and pedagogical content knowledge, both course objectives were 
stated in terms of skills and language structures and helping students use these skills 
and knowledge in their academic and professional life. Also, the two teachers 
exhibited a similar teaching methodology, as they both used the L1 as the medium of 
instruction, followed similar input-based strategies as they predominantly used text-
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based materials with comprehension questions etc. and did not employ task-based 
teaching, which requires a lot of output on the part of the learners (see Basturkmen 
2006: 114-123), and functioned as transmitters rather than facilitators of knowledge 
(cf. Ramsden 2003: 108).  
 
RQ2: What factors could have affected their choices? 
The discrepancy in content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge between 
the two EAP teachers may explain the differences between their materials discussed 
above. In terms of methodology, the lack of distinctness is plausibly due to their 
shared beliefs derived from similar schooling experiences, since most foreign 
language courses in Greece are exam-oriented and structure-based (Mattheoudakis 
2007). Moreover, the teacher-centered style, transmitting authoritative subject content 
to students, is prevalent in Greek tertiary education (Koutsantoni 2005), and 
communicative and learner-centered approaches to ESAP may even demotivate Greek 
university students because they are in conflict with their language learning culture 
(Kantaridou 2004; but cf. Harmer 2001: 93-95). Hence, the ET‟s views formed due to 
her long experience of the specific educational system, coupled with her personal 
language learning experiences may have been strong enough to filter out the effect of 
her theoretical language teaching background (Prabhu 1990, Borg 2004). The ET‟s 
comment about her colleague who conducted her course in English could imply that a 
possible reason why she used L1 in class, besides her expressed wish to help the weak 
students, was because she felt that her command of English was inadequate (cf. 
McNeill 2005). The ET‟s avoidance of real comprehension questions and the use of 
the inclusive „we‟ are probably face-saving strategies to compensate for her lack of 
specialist knowledge.  
Similarly, the CE‟s advice to students about compensation strategies for unknown 
vocabulary (infer meaning from context) and his statement that learners are 
responsible for their own learning could be face-saving strategies to compensate for 
his language knowledge gaps. This speculation is based on the lack of any other 
evidence (from the classroom observations, the materials and the lesson plan) that he 
actually supported the cultivation of learner autonomy. It seems that both teachers 
make face-saving choices on the basis of what they themselves like and understand 
(Prabhu 1990, Wu and Badger 2009).  
 
RQ3: What is the role of the teacher and of subject-specific knowledge in ESAP as 
perceived by the two teachers? 
In sum, the two teachers agreed that ESAP teachers need to have a positive attitude 
towards the subject content and cooperate with subject specialists. However, they 
differed in the following: The ET focused on the real content of texts and considered 
the language as the immediate object of study (Hammadou and Bernhardt 1987). She 
believed that ESAP teachers must have not only knowledge of the language but also 
training in ELT methodology and pedagogy. She thought that some knowledge of the 
subject content was helpful but not essential, and that ESAP teachers could acquire 
this knowledge by being interested students of the subject matter. The CE, on the 
other hand, considered the carrier content as the target of study and saw English as 
the vehicle of learning subject-specific content. He also believed that ESAP teachers 
should have a robust knowledge of the subject content, which they can acquire if they 
are intelligent and hard-working. This statement of CE‟s may reflect stereotypes about 
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his discipline, namely biased beliefs of how hard-working and intelligent engineers 
are.  
 
8. Further discussion and conclusion: Limitations and implications 
All in all, the main discrepancies between our two ESAP teachers such as, for 
example, their different approach to text comprehension, can be attributed to their 
differences in the content knowledge and PCK components of teacher cognition 
(Shulman 1987, Neumann 2001, Borg 2003). Findings in this respect resemble those 
in previous research (White 1981, Zuck and Zuck 1984, Creese 2000, Arkoudis 2000, 
2003, but cf. Ferguson 1997), reviewed in Sections 2 and 3. Similarities between the 
two teachers seem to derive mostly from the fact that both of them had sufficient 
knowledge of the learners, the educational context and educational values, a shared 
nationality and common previous schooling experiences, all of which pertain to the 
three other types of knowledge involved in teacher cognition.  
Perhaps the most striking resemblance between the two teachers was the extensive 
use of the learners‟ L1 in class. Although the two teachers mostly differed from each 
other in justifying this practice (see Section 7), they both claimed that use of English 
might demotivate their students. One of the ET‟s justification for using Greek was to 
build rapport with students. As Taylor (2014) demonstrates, the use of the learners‟ 
L1 in a classroom of English for engineers in Thailand, served the purpose of bridging 
the difference between the English teacher‟s and the engineering professional‟s 
disciplinary cultures and values and helped in sustaining learner participation. 
However, there are also obvious disadvantages in using the learners‟ L1 in a non-
native language classroom, especially if this is not done judiciously (Macaro, 
Vanderplank and Murphy 2010: 44-45), as attested in our study.  
As mentioned in Section 6.1 the two teachers differed regarding their course 
objectives in that only the CE‟s course included listening skills and only the ET‟s 
materials included explicit teaching of writing. Perhaps the CE used listening 
materials from IELTS tests because he was familiar with them, as they are a common 
qualification for studies in the UK. On the other hand, the ET had never spent time in 
an English-speaking country and, as she indirectly admitted when interviewed, she did 
not feel very comfortable with oral English, hence she chose to focus more on 
teaching writing.  
In many respects our findings confirm those in Atai and Fatahi-Majd (2014) (see 
Section 3). An important similarity between this study and ours is lack of discourse-
informed pedagogies in any of the teachers‟ practices, which Atai and Fatahi-Majd 
attribute to the teachers‟ lack of theoretical background in this respect. In our study, 
the ET, who was the only one that employed discourse-oriented activities, employed 
very few and of the type commonly seen in English for general purposes. Thus we 
concur with the above authors‟ suggestion for the need to enhance ESAP teachers‟ 
PCK with genre-based pedagogies (Hüttner and Smit 2012).  
Our results must be interpreted within the present study‟s limitations, which are the 
following. First, besides the fact that one of the ESAP teachers was a subject 
specialist and the other one a language teacher, there were other important differences 
between them and their situations. The ET had been teaching the ESAP course 
investigated here for many years and thus she had the chance to develop her teaching 
materials and practices through time and experience, while the CE taught ESAP for 
the first time. Other differences between the teachers are that they did not teach 
exactly the same ESAP course and they did not work in the same institution. 
Moreover their classes differed regarding the learners‟ age, their familiarity with their 
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subject of specialization and English level proficiency. In our defence, we should 
emphasize that it is very difficult to find fully comparable cases of regular ESAP 
teachers and subject teachers who also teach ESAP.  
Another limitation is that the text used for the lesson plan had been chosen from 
the ET‟s materials and did not appeal to the CE. As explained, this happened because 
of an unexpected setback. If we had let the teachers make their own choice of texts 
and then agree on the one they would exploit, the comparison between their lesson 
plans would have been more valid and it could have also offered interesting insights 
regarding their criteria in choosing reading texts. A further limitation derives from the 
lack of opportunity to see the implementation of the two teachers‟ lesson plan in class, 
a limitation which may nonetheless be mitigated by considering the data from 
classroom observations. 
Despite the limitations of this study, we think that the glimpse into the two 
teachers‟ practices offered here further informs the sparse literature concerning 
differences between ESAP teachers and subject specialists and also verifies the need 
for collaboration between language teachers and subject specialists in ESAP. For 
example, the two teachers in our study would have a lot to gain from each other‟s 
knowledge and experience. For instance, following the CE, the ET could improve her 
approach to text comprehension by employing more global questions which link the 
texts in her materials with the learners‟ subject-specific extratextual knowledge. On 
the other hand, the CE could enrich his activities in lesson plans by consulting the 
ET‟s materials. Lastly, more studies along similar lines with more informants and 
more comparable cases will further enlighten our understanding of the issues dealt 








                                                 
Notes 
i
 In the studies referred to some employ the acronym ESP while others refer to EAP 
regardless of whether they discuss wide or narrow-angled courses. Given the focus of 
our study, we use the acronym ESAP unless we consider it important to use one of the 
other acronyms.  
ii
 When employed by teachers, this so-called inclusive „we‟ is considered to express a 
non-authoritative attitude as well as a claim for communality (Inigo-Mora 2004). See 
also Brown and Levinson 1987, on „face-saving‟ positive politeness strategies. 
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APPENDIX 
Examples of the interview questions 
 
Section 1 
1. Tell me about your teaching experience and qualifications. 
2. Tell me about your students‟ field of specialization and their level of English 
language proficiency. 
3. What are your course objectives? 
4. How is your syllabus organized?  
5. Have you conducted a needs analysis?  
6. Do you use pair or group work activities? 
 
Section 2 
7. What does ESP involve for you? How important is the role of technical 
vocabulary and grammar in ESP? 
8. What do you think about the collaboration between ESP teachers and subject 
specialists in ESP? 
9. What are the main problems in practicing ESP in Greek tertiary education? 
 
Section 3 
10. I noticed that class discussion took place mainly in Greek. Please comment on 
this. 
11. (For the ET) I often heard you use the phrase “We engineers”. Please explain 
why.  
12. (For to CE) In class, to explain „dynamic stall‟ you drew an aeroplane wing on 
the board and you talked about aerodynamics. Is this relevant to courses in 
your department? Do you often use such information in the ESP course? 
 
Section 4 
13. Please talk me through the activities you designed based on this text.  
 
 
